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Global Space and the Nationalist Discourse of Modernity: The
Historical Thinking of Liang Qichao. By Xiaobing Tang.
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996. 289 pp. US$39.50
(cloth). ISBN: 0-8047-2583-7.
We already have, just in English, three good books on
Liang Qichao, each by a distinguished historian. Why do we
need another, and from someone trained in literature who
presumes to write about Liang’s “historical thinking”？ The short
answer is that Liang is a figure of towering importance, of
course, a prodigious writer and powerful intellect, widely learned,
whose influence has pervaded all of twentieth-century Chinese
intellectual history. Consider this: on average he published a
third of a million words every year for 33 years! Such a mind is
not quickly mined. The long answer is that Tang Xiaobing’s
carefully researched and skillfully written book takes an original
angle on Liang.
Tang’s focus is on Liang Qichao’s historiography and its
relation to modernity and nationalism. Liang saw nationalism as
a means to legitimize modernity, he argues, and as a political
ideology for change. Exiled to Japan from 1898 on, he was a
master of powerful political journalism, urging his compatriots
that nation-building required a “new citizenry” with different
values. With nationalism came a different conception of global
space and a new view of history. (In a telling quote on Tang’s
opening page, Liang says he was born ten years after the end of
the Taipings, one year after the death of Zeng Guofan, three
years after the Franco-Prussian war, and the
very year of Italy's reunification.) The ideology
of nationalism involved the idea of universal
history, that all nations would progress to
modernity by the same route, and the Chinese
could learn how from the history of European
nations. Liang had quickly learned Japanese,
read in Japanese astonishingly widely and
deeply about the West, and much of his
importance was introducing this knowledge to
the Chinese. His lengthy 1902 “Guidelines to
Japanese Books” gave critical appraisals of
some fifty works on history, from Guizot and
Michelet on.
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The best part of Tang’s book is the central two chapters,
an extended discussion of certain of Liang’s explorations in
European history and their lessons for China. He wrote for
Chinese readers essays about European nation builders. There
is the heroic Hungarian Kossuth who struggled for national
liberation against the Austrian empire in the mid-nineteenth
century. There are the leaders of the Italian Risorgimento:
Mazzini the idealistic visionary, Garibaldi the soldier, and Cavour
the statesman. Liang praised all three, balancing Mazzini the
republican revolutionary against Cavour the constitutional
m onarchist, in a co n tra st full of im plications for China.
Significantly, Tang shows, he came down in the end in favor of
Cavour: diplomatic pragmatism and an ability to create careful
compromises, he said, were what was needed for dealing with
complex reality. Then there is the troubling history of Madame.
Roland， the stirring champion of “Liberty” and “mother of the
French Revolution” （ Liang enthused at the beginning of his
essay), who ended up on the guillotine (beware of stirring up the
masses, Liang warned, more somber at the end).
He was losing feith in revolution. His 1902 political novel
The Future of New China depicts two Chinese friends who have
studied in Europe arguing at length about the merits of French
revolutionary republicanism against the German tradition of
Bismarckian liberal statism. Again' Tang’s treatment is skillful
and interesting, and impresses not just with the depth of Liang's
Western knowledge, which had such an impact on his readers，
but also with the seriousness of his political discourse (Tang
speaks of a “new p o litic a l ra tio n a lity ” ） . The novel was
inconclusive, but Liang soon became convinced of the
destructiveness of revolution, that revolution leads to
dictatorship. A long debate with the journal Minbao, organ of
Sun Yat_sen’s party, went on from 1903 to 1908 and involved a
million “combative words” on Liang’s side against some forty
mai〇r articles attacking him by 也 e Ukes erf Zhang Binglin and
Wang Jingwei. Liang argued against Rousseau, emotionalism，
the passion of the crowd. It was, Tang shows, a devastating
critique of revolution, using a rigorous, logical argumentation.
But in vain; youthful Chinese readers were too attracted to the
utopian idea of revolution (which avoided the question of just
what needed to be changed in the traditional order, Tang
observes), and Liang with his gradualist reform lost influence.
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Tang finishes his study with the 1920Js. Liang's book about
his year in Europe just after World War I was not, he argues, a
rejection of European culture and a return to Chinese tradition;
Liang was not rejecting modernization but arguing that China
could improve on the European model. China should become a
cosmopolitan nation and contribute to the world: "enrich our
civilization with Western civilization . . . and complement
Western civilization with our own . . . so that a new civilization
will grow out of the synthesis” （193)_ This would require new
research on Chinese culture using modern scientific methods,
and Tang discusses some of Liang’s late writings on Chinese
cultural history and his proposals for developing a new method
for Chinese history.
Many of these matters have been written about before.
Joseph Levenson's Liang Chl-ch'ao and the Mind of Modem
China (published a decade before Tang was born) was a brilliant
and path-breaking study, though marred by an over-emphasis on
Liang as Intellectually alienated from his tradition, seeing value
elsewhere, but still emotionally tied to it held by his history" (this
formulation is not without its power, but Levenson's charge of
“patriotic schizophrenia” was unfair to Liang’s intellectual ability
and implied that all truth was in the West and adherence to
Chinese tradition must be irrational) (Levenson 1959: 136). Hao
Chang， some years later, took issue with Levenson by carefu"y
disentangling the many strands in Chinese tradition of the time,
showing that Liang continued to adhere intellectually to certain
of them and never attacked Confucianism all-out (Tang states
otherwise without much evidence) (Chang 1971). Writing at
about the same time, Ph川p Huang elaborated Liang’s political
liberalism (Chang emphasized his statism), in a perhaps slightly
less subtle book but one based on thorough research in
Japanese sources, both primary and secondary (Tang has not
used any Japanese materials)(Huang 1972). Tang’s book is less
of a full-scale intellectual biography than the earlier three, which
will remain essential, particularly Chang's, the weightiest of
them, for understanding the broad range of Liang’s ideas.
Tang’s focus on Lia ng’s historiography is new but
selective; he carefully examines a few texts, from 1902-1903
and from the 1920s, not everything Liang wrote on history. The
revolution vs. reform issue has been much discussed, but Tang
gives us a richer sense of Liang's thinking about European
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history and political theory. Others have paid much less attention
to the 1920,s, when Liang was less influential (Chang ends his
account in 1907)， and Tang’s treatment of this period and of
Liang's writings on historical method is fresh.
Most important, Tang's interest in Liang's historiography is
a way of exploring Kthe nationalist discourse of modernity.Liang
embraced nationalism for utilitarian reasons, for legitimizing the
new, he says, but nationalism involved contradictory
commitments to universal history (progress on the Western
pattern) and to a particular nation-state. This tension (better than
Levenson’s “value”/what is true vs. “history”/what is mine) is
what moved Liang moved away from a view of unilinear history
toward a more complex multicultural one. This scheme seems
interesting and plausible. Unfortunately, it is presented in an
overly abstract spatial language that seems to add little (and not
just because it is explained fully only in the conclusion). He
repeatedly speaks of going from a “global imagining of identity”
in which time is privileged and space is annihilated (meaning
modernist historicity of universal progress puts all nations on the
same historical track) to, in the 1920s， a “global imaginary of
difference” with anthropological space (meaning cultural
differences are valued). There is no evidence of how Liang
actually visualized space; this is a purely abstract formulation.
Still, Tang's theory is an improvement on Levenson^s intellectual
vs. emotional commitment.
Finally, Tang is up to something else new and sympathetic
in trying to rehabilitate the reputation of one of modern China's
great thinkers and writers (Liang was condemned by both
Communists and Nationalists for arguing against revolution) and
in suggesting that his ideas are of contemporary interest. He
writes of Liang's failure to win his audience away from their
“utopian longing … to defy history in a great leap” （153)， and we
read between the lines (he is too graceful a writer to make it
explicit) wistful thoughts about later Chinese history. Likewise he
hardly needs to mention relevance to the concerns and choices
facing present-day Chinese when he shows that Liang was a
cosmopolitan nationalist deeply versed in both Chinese culture
and world history, a careful political thinker, and in the 1920s a
'"postnationalisf with thoughtful views on the relation of cultural
tradition to modernization.
R. David ARKUSH
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